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When he died, they asked me to collect the remainder of  his 
things: a cardboard box with photos, letters, and the clothes he was 
wearing when he was incarcerated twenty years ago. I have been 
only a few times to the prison. Visits were difficult while living in 
another state, though I’ve made the effort over the years. Never 
like this.
The guard says my dad was a good man and he was sorry to see 
him go. The burial was taken care of  by the county. I feel no need 
to see the grave.
I take the box to my hotel and look at the pictures my sister and 
I had sent my father. School photos of  me as a young boy are worn 
and flimsy. They’ve been looked at a lot. We couldn’t send cards or 
anything decorated. When my sister was married, she complained 
about not being able to send an invitation because of  the paper it 
was printed on. Photos were okay, and letters. 
My father’s legacy is a cardboard box. A stack of  photos. A pile 
of  papers.  
He was forty-five years old when he went in—fifteen years 
older than my mother. Maybe I shouldn’t have been surprised by 
his death, though sixty-five years is a short life. I know he was 
doing pills in there; I know how it was. The official cause was 
a heart attack. It seemed he had been startled by someone and 
dropped to the floor in the mess hall. By the time he was examined 
by a doctor, all they could do was put a toe-tag on him. I know 
what made his heart weak. 
Tomorrow, I will be in Sheridan where he was arrested. I will see 
my mother and give my sister the letters that she wrote our father, 
if  she wants them. I’m not sure yet what I’ll do with my share 
of  our inheritance, these souvenirs. The trash can would be an 
optimal place for them, but there are very few letters and photos; it 
is not as if  they will take up much space in my apartment. And my 
father already seems to have rooted through and picked only what 
he valued most. I sent him countless letters but find only two left 
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written in my hand. There are no remaining pictures of  my sister’s 
ex-husband, and the photo I had sent of  me with the girl I dated, 
who stole my TV and moved to Las Vegas, is also gone. 
I pick up one of  the letters in feminine hand, expecting it to be 
my sister’s. Our mother never wrote him.  
Robert— 
 I must say that your last letter surprised me. I did not expect to hear 
back from you so soon. How is your health?  
It sounds as if  you have come to terms with your past and present 
circumstances— accepted them for what they are. I believe that you should find 
resolution within this acceptance.  I could never imagine what you feel while 
surrounded by men who have nothing left outside of  the lives they’ve built in 
prison. Even without realizing it, I imagine this life would consume you too. 
I understand your hesitance to tell your son, but I also believe that lying by 
omission would be a step in the wrong direction. The time has come for you to 
think of  someone you should have thought of  long before now. Do not let him 
live his life without knowing. You have the power to change something outside 
of  your limited surroundings, in your limited time. Do not let the opportunity 
escape you.  
Paula
I do not know who Paula is. There is one picture of  her in 
the box that I can find. It has her name on the back in my father’s 
handwriting, as if  he was reminding himself. She is a thin brunette 
with heavy eyebrows, standing next to a horse, the lead held loosely 
in her hands. She does not seem like a rider: her posture is too 
weak and she looks timid next to the large palomino. 
I look at the return address: PO box 417, Dayton, Wyoming. 
Ten minutes from Sheridan. I could stop on my way.
I call my mother and remind her I’ll be there tomorrow, but 
she does not want to talk. Her voice is sluggish as if  she has thick 
smoke leaking from her mouth. I see her with a cigarette in her 
hand, crushed white powder on the table before her. She rasps out 
a quick “love you” before hanging up.
The next day, I’m back on the road, heading to the valley at the 
foot of  the Big Horns where I grew up: Sheridan, Wyoming. First, 
I am going to Dayton. Paula waits. 
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The prairie is dry. I speed down the highway through the 
squarest state with no one around. Three hundred miles over the 
mountain and I arrive in Dayton to 760 people, two cafés, and one 
Sinclair. I stop here and ask the cashier where the post office is. 
He draws me a map, completely unnecessary in this tiny town.  At 
the post office, I ask the cashiers if  they can give me this woman’s 
address and show them the letter. 
One of  the ladies says, “Paula? Oh, the woman from Rawlins.”
The other woman looks up as the first continues, “Well the 
thing about Paula…” and cuts her off  to tell me of  course they 
cannot share with me where she lives. They wait for me to leave, 
watching through the window. 
I hadn’t expected much, but it was worth a try. 
I get to Sheridan and take the road behind the train tracks to 
my mother’s house. The porch is sagging. The cherry tree is dead 
in the front yard and there are piss stains on the white siding of  
the house. The concrete path to the back crumbles into the grass. 
There is an oven by the back door, a sink connected to nothing 
with a bar of  soap on the rim and a dirty toothbrush, the bristles 
splayed as if  someone has been sucking on it. Where the flowers 
used to be in the garden, there are beer bottles and cigarette butts. 
Inside, a man sleeps on the couch. A woman is curled around 
the toilet in the bathroom and thick yellow vomit crusts the seat, 
her hands, and is smeared into the skin of  her cheek. My mother is 
in her bed with the duvet over her head. The windows are covered 
with black sheets. I pull them off  but she does not move in the 
evening light. I wonder if  she’s dead. 
“Ma,” I say. 
She does not move. 
I pinch her nose closed until her mouth drops open and she 
rolls over. Her eyes are unperceptive when she opens them. She 
looks through me. Even when she’s awake, she might as well not 
be. 
She stands up only to plod to the next room and sit on the 
couch by the stranger’s feet. The woman in the bathroom does not 
stir. There is no “hello” hug, there is no “It’s so good to see you, 
son,” though I didn’t expect it. She packs a bowl, alternating hits 
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with puffs off  her cigarette. There are more butts outside of  the 
ashtray than in, pill bottles tipped and emptying onto the coffee 
table. A layer of  white dust coats the wood, the round ends of  little 
spoons, and rolled-up dollar bills.
“You go to see your dad again?” she asks. 
“Didn’t make it in time to see him. Just picked up his stuff. He’s 
been gone for a few days now.”
“Of  course; I remember. That’s what I meant.” She laughs.
“He gave up everything for you,” I say. 
“Yeah, well he gave me up too.” 
The guy next to her laughs, coughing so hard he cries, and a 
glob of  his spit lands on my hand where I’m sweeping up the ash 
on the table. 
I stop to look at him but he doesn’t notice—he’s reaching 
under his blanket, pulling out a bottle of  vodka and taking a swig; 
he’s crushing up a pill and snorting it off  the dirty table. I imagine 
the dust and ash going straight to his brain. 
“Ma,” I say, “you know a lady named Paula? She lives in 
Dayton.”
“Hey, baby,” she says to me, “you still live in Idaho?”
“Iowa, Ma. You know that.”
“I want a grandson. You ever gonna give me one? That bitch 
of  a sister of  yours chases off  every chance she ever had.”
“It’s not her fault,” I say.
The man on the couch starts laughing again though he sees the 
tears in my mother’s eyes. My hands shake. 
My mother is muttering to herself, sucking her cigarette down 
so fast the ash hangs off  the end like a skeleton.
“I’m gonna go see Sis,” I tell her, “Clean this place up. You 
look like shit.”
My sister lives in an apartment downtown. It is clean, with 
finished oak and natural light. We sit in matching wooden chairs by 
her kitchen table, drinking tea. 
“What was the last thing you said to him?” she asks me.
“That I loved him.” 
“The last thing I said was ‘You fucked your life up and now you 
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have to live it.’ We were talking on the phone and I got upset when 
he told me how much he missed Mom.”
“We don’t always get perfect endings, Sis.” 
“I don’t think anyone gets happy endings.”
“You know a lady named Paula?” I say, “She was sending Dad 
letters.”
“Probably someone he knew a long time ago.”
“She talked about me in her letters.” 
“She say anything about me?”
“No, just me. She said she loved him a couple times.”
“Nah,” she says,  “I don’t know anyone named Paula.”  
In the morning before I leave, Sis gives me a hug and a kiss on 
the cheek. 
“I love you,” she says. “I mean it. I love you.”
She makes me say it back.  
 
I was five years old, sitting on the couch by my mother’s feet; 
she was smoking a bowl and blowing smoke rings around my head 
while I put my finger through to break them. We were watching 
Alice in Wonderland. 
The front door came open with a bang, smashing into the wall 
behind it. A woman walked in. She had hoop earrings on that came 
down to her chin, her hair in a ponytail pulling her severe eyebrows 
higher. 
My mother turned her head with her mouth full of  smoke and 
said, like the caterpillar, “Whooo aare yoou?” 
I giggled, but the lady didn’t think it was funny. She walked 
over to my mother and grabbed her arm, trying to yank her off  
the couch.
“You sold my husband some bum pills, you fucking bitch. He’s 
dead because of  you. You hear me? He’s dead. Died last night, 
slobbering. Fucking twitching. I coulda turned you in to the cops, 
you druggie bitch. I’ll kill you.”
Her eyeballs bugged out of  her head, but her pupils were 
infinitesimal even in the darkness of  the living room. She yanked 
my mother off  the couch. Her hoop earrings swayed as she kicked. 
My mother lay on the floor, curling in on herself, whimpering and 
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groaning. The lady got on top of  her and punched her in the face; I 
heard Ma’s nose snap and she was nothing but blood. The woman’s 
butt crack was exposed as she sat on top of  my mother’s chest, 
picking up her head and slamming it back down. 
“I’ll kill you, you fucking druggie bitch.” 
I heard the bedroom door open. 
I heard my father say, “Get off  her, you junkie.”  
She turned her head so fast her ponytail and hoops came 
around to slap her in the face.
I followed her turn and saw my father’s smooth face, his white 
shirt so clean. The rifle was already aimed. 
The lady said, “Fuck.”
And then the bullet. And the blood, the screams. My sister 
crying as she came out of  her room and my mother yelled, “Get 
this bitch off  me.”
I am finally back at my house in Iowa. Everything is flat here. 
Seeing what’s left of  my family, realizing how far away I am 
now, I think I would have liked a chance to say goodbye to my 
old man. I still don’t know why he took the blame for the pills 
my mother sold, including the one that killed a man. He probably 
would have gotten off  on defense of  Ma if  it hadn’t been for the 
drugs. He went to prison for her, and she never went to see him 
or answered his letters. I know she can’t take care of  herself, and 
he knew it too. How did he expect her to take care of  us, then? I 
always wonder if  the next time I go into that house, if  I ever do, I’ll 
find her tweaker pals snorting pills around her dead body. 
My father’s box is in my closet. My clothes hang over it; 
everything seems to be giving it space, like it has not yet found 
a permanent place in there. Sometimes I take it out. Sometimes 
I look at the picture of  Paula. Judging only by what has been left 
in this box by my father, I don’t know who he was. People are 
remembered only by flash images. My mother in smoke rings, my 
sister surrounded by light, my father in his white shirt, and Paula 
with this horse. I’ll never know anything else about her. 
I wish I could talk to Paula; she seems wise. She would know 
what I should do with myself  now, but she is only the one letter 
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and the one picture. I write her a message. I tell her who I am and 
that my father is dead. Then I ask what it was that she was urging 
him to tell me. It’s five sentences long and my signature; I put it in 
the mail. 
I wait a week for a response. When I see the letter in my 
mailbox, I know it is from her. No one writes letters anymore, and 
it’s not a bill or an advertisement.
I take the envelope out of  the box, and turn it so I can see 
Paula’s letters spelling out my name the way they spelled my father’s. 
The short block letters startle me. It is my own handwriting, 
covered with a stamp, “Return to Sender. No Forwarding Address.” 
Growing up without a father, I felt I had so much to offer to 
a son. And now here I am. Fatherless. Sonless. Alone. Here in-
between these white walls with a box full of  pictures of  my life 
and letters about my life—moments I barely remember. Here’s my 
history all leading up to now. There’s still time, but it’s moving 
faster, and it’s never enough.  
Before my father died, we sat across from each other, that wall 
of  glass between us, and ladies with their hands up against it, like 
they could feel the warmth of  their husbands’ fingertips through 
the barrier. My thigh was jiggling tensely; it had calmed down a bit 
since he’d first walked out. I pressed the cold phone against my ear 
but neither of  us said anything. The guards told us we had only a 
minute left and the both of  us struggled for a way to say goodbye 
that would convey everything we hadn’t been able to in the time 
leading up to it. I couldn’t find words. 
He said, “Do yourself  right and be a man.” 
I know it was just an attempt not to end on silence—rushed 
advice, a poor excuse, perhaps, for the years without him.
He was walked out of  the room. The phone still against my ear, 
I whispered I loved him. Though he never heard it from me, I will 
say those were my last words to my father. The phone was greasy 
when I put it back. I hoped someone would clean off  my sweat 
before another man’s wife or mother picked up the receiver. 
